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Extra-Marital Affair-A Descriptive Phenomenal in Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina 

Abstract 

Extra-marital affairs are common and frequently result in difficulties for individuals, 
families, and society. Historically, many cultures have considered this affair to be a very 
serious crime. Itis often seen as a breach of trust and of the commitment that had been made 
during the act of marriage. It incurred severe punishment with penalties including capital 
punishment, mutilation, or torture, usually for the woman and sometimes for the man. The 
discrepancies between the marriage convention and inner demands often result in adultery. 
This theme has been used throughout the ages in a wide range of literature, serving as a plot 
in Leo Tolstoy’s novel Anna Karenina. This paper aims to project the adultery in the Anna 
Karenina, which created conflicts, and the same has found its reflection in the novel. The 
study also discloses the reasons for adultery and its constant means of elaborating on the 
individuals themselves, marriages, and existing social rules. 
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Introduction 

Anna Karenina , measured to be Tolstoy’s finest achievement by many critics, it is one 
of the nineteenth century’s most significant novels. Tolstoy permeates the simple story of an 
affair of love with rich portraits of high society, politics, and religion in Russia. Anna is the 
beautiful wife of a St.Petersburg government official, Karenin. She is a grand and beautiful in 
the highest circles of society at the beginning of the book. She has one son from her husband, 
Seroyzha, whom she loves very much. She has a great vitality that Tolstoy calls animation, 
which makes her both men and women irresistible. She also has a lot of passion and refuses 
to live her life without any contradictions. When she falls in love with Count Vronsky, these 
two characteristics eventually cause her downfall. The plot focuses on Annas’ extra-marital 
affair with Count Vronsky, the dashing cavalry officer. It scandalizes St. Petersburg’s social 
circles and forces the young lovers in a fruitless search for contentment to flee for Italy. 
Returning to Russia, their lives further unravel. 

Karenins’ character with its compulsiveness and dullness shows that for Anna’s 
liveliness and love of life, he is a dull person. The discovery of the connection only arouses 
his concern for his own public image. For her husband and young son, Anna promises 
discretion, but eventually becomes pregnant with Vronsky. Anna and the child accompany 
Vronsky to Italy first and then to his Russian estate after the birth of the child. She starts 
making furtive trips to see her older child and grows bitter towards Vronsky, ultimately 
considering him unfaithful. Anna’s husband is an old, boring, and largely ignores her. This 
does not justify her actions, but she falls in love with a younger, handsomer, and more fun 
man. The affair is joyful until she gets pregnant and has the baby as Karenin’s wife, but she 
cannot deny her love for Vronsky. Her husband is willing to forgive, but she must follow her 
heart and she leaves him for Vronsky. This leads to disgrace and unhappiness in her life. 
Anna cannot leave her husband or she will be disgraced and penniless with a 
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child. Nevertheless, for men, the situation is more favorable,Vronsky can move on to another 
lover and even get married, despite having fathered a child with married Anna. Karenin can 
put away his wife, keep the children, and find a new and Anna’s brother can keep his wife 
with the threat of her destitution and lack of seeing the children while continuing to carry on 
extramarital affairs. These difficult situations seem to stem from the erroneous ideology that 
women are objects and men are people. 

The tragic fate that hangs over the adulterous love of Anna and Vronsky is inevitable. 
Anna pays not so much, because she violates the moral code, but because she refuses to 
observe the properties that the hypocritical high society to which she belongs usually requires 
in such liaisons. Tolstoy shows Vronsky and Anna’s fateful differences. Love is not an 
absolute quality for Vronsky, but one that needs to be strengthened by its environment. 
Unfavorable circumstances wear the intensity of love while the love of Anna becomes intense 
and desperate under the same conditions. However, once Anna and Vronskyare isolated from 
the Petersburg society, their liferansmoothly, and their relationship’s failed balance is 
restored. Levin’s enchantment by Anna is yet another proof of her perdition and ultimate 
doom. Confronted with the coldness of Vronsky, she feels that side by side with the love that 
bound her there had developed some evil spirit of disagreement that neither can.Levin’s 
sympathy for Anna highlights their similar natures, for each seeks a meaning of life that is 
deeper than that defined by their social environment. Tolstoy seems to imply that under 
different circumstances they may have become lovers. However, Levin and Anna follow 
different paths after this brief coincidence of their parallel careers. Anna behaves improperly, 
but when somebody mentions it to him, he says, 

“My wife is beyond reproach. She is, after all, my wife.” I’m not sure if 
this is meant to convey his ownership of her, or if it conveys his trust and 
belief in her. I found it moving. However, once he realizes that she is 
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pregnant and how much she is willing to rebel against him, he says, “I 
tha nk God the curse of love is lifted from me.” It is a curse, for love is 
blind and can cause us hurt if we do not protect ourselves.” (P. 47) 

Thenovel documents several extra-materials relationships of some minor characters. It 
is mentioned that is Vronsky’s brother, married with several children, keep a ballet damper. 
All these cases of affair are accepted and not punished since they conform to society’s 
customs.The novel also portrays several adulterous female characters. Vronsky’s mother is 
also said to have a variety of lovers.The adulteries of three minor characters, similar to 
Stiva’sare not accompanied by any tragedy, on contrary.This adulteryor rather this image of 
the women was actually the initial idea which inspired the creation of the novel. 

Dolly does not see Anna clearly, and she is grateful to her for validating her decision 
to save her own marriage and forgive Stiva for what turned out to be serial infidelity. She 
looks at Anna in the way that some of the readers of the novel see her—as a proud, beautiful, 
and passionate woman who breaks society’s norms to be with the man she loves. Dolly is 
also a loyal person, so she wants to stand up for Anna and remain friends with her. She does 
not feel badly that Anna broke up Kitty’s relationship with Vronsky, she didnot feel like it 
was a good match anyway, if Vronsky could fall for Anna so easily. She is also not aware of 
Anna’s flirtation with Levin and does not fully understand the implication of Anna reminding 
Kitty about her visit with her husband in which she attempted to make him fall in love with 
her. 

In Anna Karenina , Leo Tolstoy seemingly punishes his characters’ adulterous 
relationships, and rewards the faithful ones.Anna who is having an affair with Count Alexei 
Vronsky is denied a divorce by her husband. Alexei Karenin, suffers social isolation and 
shame when her affair becomes public knowledge. Meanwhile, Levin and Princess Katerina 
Stcherbatsky (Kitty) make up the second major relationship. While Kitty and Levin’s 
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relationship has some obstacles, they are resolved, and by the end of the novel, they are living 
a contented, happy life. However, a deeper analysis reveals that Tolstoy is not, in fact, 
seeking to cast shame on the relationship between Anna and Vronsky because it is adulterous. 
Instead, he contrasts the troubled relationship of Anna and Vronsky with the success of Levin 
and Kitty’s relationship based on the nature of the relationships themselves. Levin and Kitty’s 
relationship is consistently equal, in the sense that they are both completely invested in the 
relationship. Neither one of them is more involved in the relationship than the other nor they 
love each other equally. However, Anna and Vronsky’s relationship is always a struggle for 
power, with Vronsky seeking and demanding more from their relationship. It is also forced, 
by its adulterous nature, to include Anna’s husband, Karenin. 

The reason for Anna’s adultery is to a large, extentrooted in her marriage. It stems 
from the unsatisfactoryway of life that she has lead and from which she wishes to escape. 
Long before she comers to understandthe insolvency of her marriage, she becomes aware of 
not living to the fullest of her desires and thus develops an anxious need to experience life in 
all manifestations. 

The feeling of mutual attraction overtakes them fromthe first moment of their meeting. 
Anna’s inner life,repressed in marriage, suddenly springs up and her animation harms 
Vronsky: 

“the uncontrollable radiance of her eyes.Whereas for Anna, her affair 
with Vronsyimpliessocial disgrace, it is highly advantageous for her 
lover.Most of the young men envied him just on accountof what was the 
most irksome in the affair,namely Karenin’s high rank and the 
consequentprominence of the affair in Society. ... nothing gave such 
finishing touches to abrilliant young man as an intrigue in the best.” (P. 


124 ) 
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Anna’s inner struggle between self-affirmation andsocial customsresults in reluctance 
to face her position.Even when she becomes pregnant, Vronsky takes resolutesteps, urging 
her to leave Karenin and gain hint,sheavoids facing a decision.The turning-point isafter Anna 
gives birth with no clarification of Anna’s Vronsky’s child. At first, she tries to escape into a 
deathwish, not knowing how, to resolve the situation. Her relationto the little girl is that of 
cold indifference. It iscomparable to Karenin’s reaction is son atthe beginningof the marital 
conflict. Anna projects the hostility provoked by the situation she finds herself in onto her 
daughter,who becomes a symbol of guilt connected to adultery and istherefore not loved. 

Thetime spent abroad is the happiest period of her adulterousromance.Vronsky, who 
was shaken by the circumstances ofAnna’s illness and Karenin’s forgiveness, is knocked out 
ofthe rigid code of rules to which he has been willingly confined. He suppresses his ambition 
andabandons hismilitary career for Anna. Soon, he realizes that, without Anna, he cannot live 
by love alone. Like all men, hewas brought up to be active and to have interests outsidea 
union with a woman, however pleasant and gratifying thismight be. He begins to study the 
history of art and attemptsto paint. This is merely a substitute for the military life,to which he 
was devoted and therefore does not bring sufficientsatisfaction. 

Anna displays the highest emotional capacitywhich is brought into adultery. None of 
the other charactersto be as emotionally attached or dependent on his lover Anna. She throws 
intoall her feelings,thoughts, and actions, leaving nothing for herself, and itis only logical that 
the final thunder of emotions emptiesher totally of life. Anna seems to suggest that the person 
shoulddevelop the core of the self, which never leaves himandgives him strength at the worst 
moments; that oneshouldbe able to face the reality of life and know how tomerge it in an 
acceptable manner with his own demand.The involvement of various characters ineither 
marriage or adultery is viewed as a potential life eventwhich is discussed and analyzed as 
such, in order to lay the inner mechanics of the novel’s drama. It is observed thatthe 
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fundamental conflict of the novel rests on a contradictionof social and personal 
consciousness. This includes morality,fulfillment of social expectations and personal needs, 
socialbehaviour, assertion of the self, the search for the purpose and meaning of life, etc. The 
interdependence of all thesedifferent aspects is expressed in the book by means of 
marriageand adultery, showing these two categories to be closely linkedand in some cases, 
for instance Stiva’s even complementary. 

Each of the relationships portrayed, marriage or adultery,constitutes different 
proportions, these aspects, and displays,a tendency to balance them in an acceptable manner. 
Some succeedand attain an equilibrium, some are less fortunate due to moresevere conflicts 
between the social and the personal. It istherefore, compulsory for the community members 
and becomes a convention, a cultural pattern which embodies any hidden force, acting 
on its behalf: and assuringits occurrence and perpetuity. 

An-importantrole in the preservation of marriage is played by adultery,as is shown in 
the theme of Stiva. Adultery is therefore alsoan accepted custom in society. If all these fail, 
however,to preserve a marriage, then a social punishmentis appliedby implanting guilt and 
shame into the member who has gone,astray, followed later by a complete rejection. The 
resulting social isolation may lead to a severe mental and emotional disturbance and the final 
self-destruction,as in thecase. 

Besides this social obligation to the marriageinstitution, the novel reveals a personal 
relation to marriage.lt also discloses a personal relation to adultery as opposed to its social 
connotation. In this case, marriage and adulterybecome a means of self-expression and 
assertion. The charactervaluates them" according to his own consciousness and 
theopinion,thus acquired may differ significantly from that of,society. This personal aspect of 
the novel’s narration displaysthe character’s intense involvement with either marriage 
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oradultery. It is in these two concepts that the meaning and,purpose of life is sought or found 
by several figures in 
Anna Karenina. 

If the marriagefails to provide the purposeof life then the character turns to adultery 
expecting to findit there. This was revealed by the analysis of Anna that the hero of the novel 
act according to their personal consciousness and attempt totranscend the limits of society’s 
rules. When each relationship portrayed in the novel isconsidered separately, the various 
factor, both social and personal, which play a part in their formation and preservation are 
uncovered.Thus, the Karenina’s union is based solely on the social factors. The same 
convention exercises various powers to protect bond from severance. Due to these forces, the 
legal separation is never achievedthough the marital relationship deteriorates from inside.The 
deterioration takes place precisely because there are noinner grounds, no personal 
involvementin marriage. Withoutthis personalbasis, the social cover of marital presence 
cannot survive. It is suggestedthat there is something more to the quality of life than just 
fulfillment ofsocial expectations. The same applies to the social morality which might deem 
and such great sacrifices as the repression of the total self, as in the case of Anna. 

The mutual submission of both parties makes them closer, and unites them in a way 
that draws out their inner divinity. This is evidenced by Levin’s resurfacing faith towards the 
end of the book, where Levin worries about his family, but they end up safe from a 
potentially dangerous situation. The union between Levin and Kitty is on the one hand and 
Anna Arkadyevna and Alexey Karenin on the other. One is a union of marriage, while the 
other is a break-up. Based on the characterization of the players involved, it is possible to 
discern his philosophy towards marriage in conjunction with parallels to Tolstoy’s own life 
and therefore why the fate of each character was chosen at the beginning. In the love affair 
between Vronsky and Anna the motive of infidelity is predominantly evident. From their very 
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first encounter at the train station, it was clear that this relationship was destined for 
destruction. Their relationship takes on a very deceptive and superficial quality. Vronsky 
knew from the very beginning about Anna’s marital status, yet this did not dissuade his 
attraction to her or his adulterous relationship with her later on. It is important to note that 
Vronsky’s frivolous nature is responsible for his inability to fully love Anna with the passion 
that she so desperately needs from him. 

Vronsky initially believes that he loves Anna, but Tolstoy shows the reader that 
Vronsky’s love for her is not unconditional. His love is not based upon firm emotional 
commitment, it is easily questioned and redefined. Eventually, Anna’s love becomes 
burdensome to him because he remains submerged in the pursuit of his own freedom and 
pleasures, without placing importance on Anna’s tormented existence. Vronsky is dishonest 
with himself. He begins a relationship that he is not ready for. He believes that he can love 
Anna in the right way, yet he cannot. Their relationship will be destroyed not by an outside 
party but by their own hands. 

The psychological concept the social morality is a powerful force, which assures the 
preservationof the needed social structure, whereas personal morality realizes the beliefs of 
an individual.Stiva’s petty love affair prefigures the adultery of Anna with Vronsky, and 
serves as a negative comparison with Levin’s successful marriage later in the novel. The 
individual’s quest for meaning through personal relationships and through the details of 
ordinary life beginsthough modestly among the descriptions of domestic life in the Oblonsky 
household. 

There are portraits of three relationships by Anna Karenina: Dolly and Oblonsky, 
Kitty and Levin, and Anna and Vronsky. Jealousy plays a role in all three of these 
relationships that affect the relationship success. In general, the less jealous a couple is, the 
more they will be successful. When Oblonsky is unfaithful, Dolly is jealous, but she 
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suppresses this feeling for the good of their kids and home, and as a result they stay together. 
At first, Levin and Kitty are jealous of each other, but as they grow into themselves and their 
relationship and, in the case of Levin, their relationship with God fades, their jealousy fades, 
and their relationship is strengthened. Finally, Anna’s relationship with Vronskyis destroyed 
by her all-consuming jealousy. 

Conclusion 

The study found there are various extra-marital affairs portrayed in Anna Karenina. 
They are divided into two different categories: those which do not represent an affront to 
society, and those agree. The novel presents both the male’s adultery in the theme of Stiva 
and female’s adultery embodied in the figure of Betsy. They are both on the same levelas far 
as the social acceptance is concerned. Neither is viewed as an affront and none of the 
community forces attempt any persecution, since these infidelities are in accordance with 
contemporary customs.Opposed to them is Anna, she bypasses the elementary rules of 
conduct which do permit marital infidelity, thus is viewed as a threat to conventional rules 
and moral code. Her adultery is committed on an altogether different basis than those of the 
other characters. She views it as the sole purpose of her life whereas others consider it more 
as an amusement. Therefore, the value attached to the act of adultery and the degree of 
identification with the chosen adulterous path is the highest in Anna’s case. Contrary to Stiva 
and Betsy, she looks for the meaning of life adultery, her love for Vronsky which is a fatal. 

Fidelity is a concern of the three relationships highlighted in the novel. When a young 
man flirts with Kitty, Levin already saw himself as a deceived husband, who was needed by 
his wife and her lover only in order to provide them with the comforts of life and with 
pleasures.Meanwhile, Dolly’s trust in Oblonsky is shattered when she learns that he has been 
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unfaithful. In addition, due to double standards of fidelity for men and women, Anna is 
punished the most of all for her infidelity. 

Fidelity is a concern about the three relationships that the novel highlights. When a 
young man flirts with Kitty, Levin already saw himself as a deceived husband that his wife 
and her lover needed only to provide them with the comforts and pleasures of life. 
Meanwhile, when she learns he is been unfaithful, Dolly’s confidence in Oblonsky is 
shattered. Furthermore, Anna is punished most of all for her infidelity due to double 
standards of fidelity for men and women. It is understood that Anna also abandoned her 
husband and son, thereby causing the most damage. The importance of fidelity at least the 
fidelity of women is underlined throughout the novel. 
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